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1
AXTAL AND CIRCUMFERENTIAL FLAW
SENSING EDDY CURRENT PROBE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of Invention

The present invention relates to eddy current monitoring
and in particular a probe for eddy current monitoring of boiler
tubes.

2. Description of Related Art

The process of testing metal for failure with eddy current
probes is well known in the art. Further, the use of this tech-
nology in the field of boiler tube testing is also well known.
Within the non-destructive inspection industry, clearly iden-
tifying and classifying mater anomalies is critical to reliabil-
ity and safety of the devices under inspection. The identifica-
tion of characteristics such as fatigue cracks, stress corrosion
cracking (SCC), intra-granular attack (IGA), pitting, fretting
and other material or dimensional profile changes can have a
catastrophic effect on material or part integrity.

Traditional eddy current testing (ECT) has been the domi-
nant tool for studying the integrity of conductive materials.
The most predominant type of ECT probe is the bobbin probe.
Due to the geometry of the stimulating coil and the resultant
eddy current field morphology, a bobbin probe has far higher
probability of detection for axial flaws than circumferential
flaws.

Current systems use complex multi-inductive coil probes
with application specific integrated circuit drive electronics
mounted at the probe head to interface with the coils to
perform multiplexing. This arrangement allows a full inspec-
tion of axial and circumferential flaws, but requires that
power be supplied to the sensor head for the electronics. The
need for power at the head and associated electronics can
negatively impact reliability due to delivery induced electri-
cal failures and device failures.

There remains a need for a simple probe for sensing both
axial and circumferential tube flaws that does not require a
powered head.

All references cited herein are incorporated herein by ref-
erence in their entireties.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In an embodiment of the invention, there is disclosed a
rotating field eddy current probe for sensing flaws in electri-
cally conductive tubing. The probe includes two stimulation
coils physically arranged at 90 degrees to each other about an
axis through the center of the stimulation coils and a current
sensing portion. A first alternating current is applied to one of
the stimulation coils at a first phase and a second alternating
current is applied to the second stimulation coil at a second
phase so that the second phase is electrically 90 degrees apart
from the first phase. In an embodiment, the current sensing
portion includes at least a first pair of detection coils physi-
cally arranged at 90 degrees to each other about a central axis.
The current sensing portion also comprises a second pair of
coils arranged at 90 degrees to each other and at 45 degrees to
the first two pair of detection coils.

In alternate embodiments the current sensing portion of the
probe has an Anisotropic Magneto-Resistance sensor, a Giant
Magneto-Resistance sensor, a Giant Magneto-Impedance
sensor or a planar inductor sensor.

In an alternate embodiment the current sensing portion
comprises a ring of search-coil inductive sensing elements.

In alternate embodiments, the current sensing portion is
operated in one of the following modes: absolute passive
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2

sensing mode, differential passive sensing mode, absolute
impedance mode, or differential impedance mode.

In a further embodiment, the stimulation coils are not ener-
gized and one pair of detection coils is energized and the
second pair of detection coils senses magnetic fields.

In an embodiment, the stimulation coils are wound on a
ferrite core.

In an embodiment the current sensing portion coils are
wound on a polymer core having a magnetic permeability
substantially equal to 1. In further embodiments, the current
sensing portion coils are wound on a core containing a high
magnetic permeability selected from the group consisting of
ferrite, mu-metal or permalloy-80.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SEVERAL VIEWS OF
THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be described in conjunction with the
following drawings in which like reference numerals desig-
nate like elements and wherein:

FIG. 1is a drawing of exemplary stimulation and reception
coils in an exemplary rotating field eddy current probe for
tube inspection.

FIG. 2 is a drawing of an exemplary four coil assembly.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

In an exemplary embodiment, the inventive probe, com-
prises two coil assemblies as shown in FIG. 1. The stimulation
coil assembly 10 has windings 11 and 12, which are posi-
tioned at 90 degrees to each other and wound on a ferrite core
13. The second coil assembly 20 can be used for sensing fields
created by flaws, but in addition, because the second coil
assembly includes several windings on a polymer core with a
low magnetic permeability 21, 22, 23, and 24, the second coil
assembly can also be used to both stimulate the subject mate-
rial and sense any resultant fields created due to flaws. The
second coil assembly can also be used for impedance-mode
sensing measurements, as well as transmit-receive pairs both
by using single coils and with differential pairing of wind-
ings. Note that the probe is passive in that there are no pow-
ered electronic components located in the probe head. Drive
circuitry is remote from the probe head.

Coil assembly 20 includes four windings, equally spaced
around the core.

In an embodiment, the stimulation orthogonal windings 11
and 12 are energized with a sinusoidal current such that one
winding 11 is at a first phase and the second winding 12 is
energized at 90 degrees to the phase of the first winding 11.
This creates a reciprocating time varying eddy current vector
field that sweeps 360 degrees in the plane 110 of the area
under test 100 about any point in the plane of the area under
test. This creates a rotating oscillating magnetic field. The
effect of this rotating field is to induce eddy currents that will,
at some point, align themselves orthogonally with any cir-
cumferential and/or axial flaw. Stimulation in this orientation
leads to the maximum magnetic flux leakage to be sensed
where there is a flaw. Any magnetic flux leakage in the tube
under inspection is sensed by the windings in the second coil
assembly 20. These windings are arranged to have preferred
sense directions oriented to highly discriminate circumferen-
tial flaws and their location.

The applicants have learned that having directional receive
elements simplifies the use of rotating field technology.
Because of the volume of data that can be extracted from a
rotating field eddy current probe at the frequencies of inspec-
tion, it is necessary to correlate sensed signal to eddy current
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field direction. Extracting 360 degrees worth of information
can be a difficult computing challenge in the absence of
additional information that is available with a directionally
oriented sensor such as is disclosed herein. Intelligent dis-
crimination at the sensor by alignment of the dominant sens-
ing axis orthogonally to the indication of interest minimizes
the amount of processing needed to analyze the data.

The second coil assembly 20 includes two sets of mutually
perpendicular coils. Each individual coil is wound such that
there is a preferred coupling direction if the individual fila-
ment in each coil to circumferential indications. This uniaxial
sensing element is purposely designed to give directional
discrimination to the time varying rotating field driven flux
leakage due to a flaw.

The two sets of coils can be operated in the following
modes: absolute passive sensing, where each coil serves as a
single sensor; differential passive sensing, where two coils
positioned at 90 degrees to each other are used in a differential
mode; absolute impedance mode where the impedance of a
single coil is measured; differential impedance mode where
the impedance of two coils at 90 degrees is measured; and
co-radial transmit-receive pairs, where two of the coil sets are
energized and the remaining two are uses as sensors. In this
mode, the energized coils are at 90 degrees to each other and
the receive coils are at 90 degrees to each other. With refer-
ence to FIG. 2 an example is that coils A and C are energized
and coils B and D are the receive coils.

In a further embodiment, the second coil assembly when
used in a sensing mode is replaced with and one of the fol-
lowing known sensor technologies and used in conjunction
with the rotating oscillating filed generated by the first coil
assembly. The substitute sensors for the second coil assembly
include Anisotropic Magneto-Resistance (AMR), Giant
Magneto-Resistance (GMR), Giant Magneto-Impedance
(GMI), laser-etched inductive sensors and planar inductors
(both unidirectional and omnidirectional).

In a further embodiment the sensing portion ofthe device is
an array ring of inductive sensing elements oriented around
the circumference of the probe for tube inner-diameter
inspection.

Each of the above-described probe configurations can also
be used for tube profilometry in addition to flaw detection.

While the invention has been described in detail and with
reference to specific examples thereof, it will be apparent to
one skilled in the art that various changes and modifications
can be made therein without departing from the spirit and
scope thereof.

What is claimed is:

1. A rotating field eddy current probe for sensing flaws in
electrically conductive tubing having a circular cross section
comprising:

two stimulation coils wound about a first common bobbin

and physically arranged at 90 degrees to each other
about an axis through the center of said stimulation coils
and said first common bobbin, said bobbin being
arranged such that said axis is aligned longitudinally
with the tubing and

a current sensing portion;

wherein a first alternating current is applied to the first of

said stimulation coils at a first phase and a second alter-
nating current is applied to the second of said stimula-
tion coils at a second phase, said second phase being
electrically 90 degrees apart from said first phase, said
first and second alternating currents configured to
induce eddy currents in said tubing wherein said current
sensing portion comprises at least a first pair of detection
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coils wound about a second common bobbin and physi-
cally arranged at 90 degrees to each other about said axis
and configured to sense a rotating field produced by said
eddy currents induced in the tubing.

2. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises a second pair of coils wound on said sec-
ond common bobbin and arranged at 90 degrees to each other
and at 45 degrees to said first two pair of detection coils.

3. A rotating field eddy current probe for sensing flaws in
electrically conductive tubing having a circular cross section
comprising:

two stimulation coils wound about a first common bobbin

and physically arranged at 90 degrees to each other
about an axis through the center of said stimulation coils
and said first common bobbin being arranged such that
said axis is aligned longitudinally with the tubing and

a current sensing portion;

wherein a first alternating current is applied to the first of

said stimulation coils at a first phase and a second alter-
nating current is applied to the second of said stimula-
tion coils at a second phase, said second phase being
electrically 90 degrees apart from said first phase, said
first and second alternating currents configured to
induce eddy currents in said tubing wherein said current
sensing portion comprises:

at least a first and second pair of magnetic flux detectors,

each pair placed opposite each other about said axis and
not coplanar with said stimulation coils and wherein said
first and second pairs are arranged at 90 degrees to each
other about said axis and configured to sense a rotating
field produced by said eddy currents induced in the
tubing.

4. The probe of claim 3, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises a Giant Magneto-Resistance sensor.

5. The probe of claim 3, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises an Giant Magneto-Impedance sensor.

6. The probe of claim 3, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises a planar inductor.

7. The probe of claim 3, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises a ring of search-coil inductive sensing
elements.

8. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion is operated in an absolute passive sensing mode.

9. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion is operated in a differential passive sensing mode.

10. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion is operated in an absolute impedance mode.

11. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion is operated in a differential impedance mode.

12. The probe of claim 1, wherein said stimulation coils are
not energized and said first pair of detection coils is energized
and said second pair of coils senses magnetic fields.

13. The probe of claim 1, wherein said stimulation coils are
wound on a ferrite core.

14. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion coils are wound on a polymer core having a magnetic
permeability substantially equal to 1.

15. The probe of claim 1, wherein said current sensing
portion coils are wound on a core containing a high magnetic
permeability selected from the group consisting of ferrite,
mu-metal or permalloy-80.

16. The probe of claim 3, wherein said current sensing
portion comprises an Anisotropic Magneto-Resistance sen-
sor.



